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To Mum, Gran and Ellie, for always bringing sunshine to my life.
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CHAPTER 1 THE COLOURS AT THE END OF THE RAINBOW


So, before we get into this, there’s one important thing I should tell you – I’ve been to the end of the rainbow. Okay, yeah, I know that sounds pretty unbelievable and you don’t have any reason to trust me just yet, but it’s true! Sure, according to scientists and, you know, clever people, the end of the rainbow doesn’t actually exist. Everybody knows that, right? We’ve all tried searching for that magical pot of gold, but no matter how fast you run towards it, the rainbow never seems to get any closer. Apparently it’s nothing more than an optical illusion, something that doesn’t really exist at all.

Except it does. I know the end of the rainbow exists because I’ve been there myself and I didn’t even have to go that far to find it – it was just a quick trip on the Victoria line tube into central London. I don’t think the scientists thought to look for it there, but it was right under their noses all along.

In fact, the end of the rainbow is all over the world, in little pockets of colour that appear for short periods of time, once a year, before they vanish again. People in the know travel to these special spots and celebrate their discovery with each other. It’s a happy place. A place to feel safe and sound, and where you can somehow feel both ordinary and extraordinary at the same time.

Okay, I’m going to stop calling it the end of the rainbow and call it by its actual name now, so things don’t get too confusing. This place is called Pride. I don’t want to be biased, but Pride might just be my favourite place in the world (and I say that as someone who once went to Thorpe Park four times in a summer holiday). You see, Pride has a magic to it, something that you can’t really explain or describe but that you need to feel to really understand it. Sure, that magic can’t last for ever – I know that now after everything – but, even for just a moment, Pride can make people feel like they’re not alone in the world.

My older sister, Riley, was one of those people. She’s sixteen years old now but she knew she liked girls way before then. She didn’t tell anyone, though – she kept it a secret. I’d noticed something was up – she’s my big sister, and it’s basically my job to notice. It wasn’t like she was in a bad mood or anything; more that she just retreated into herself, like she was trying to keep something from us. If we asked what was wrong, Riley would shrug and mumble that it was nothing, or worse, she’d snap and tell us to leave her alone. But, when she was ready, she opened the door and let us inside.

‘I think I like girls,’ Riley blurted out over the dinner table one night. Her eyes widened as the words escaped out into the open, floating just out of reach so that they couldn’t be taken back.

Mum and Dad looked surprised, but I think that was only because we’d been talking about how Mr Eddington at number seventy-two had started opening his curtains in just his underpants, and Mum was wondering how best to tell him to, you know, stop doing that.

‘It’s nothing to be embarrassed about, honey,’ Mum said, reaching for Riley’s hand, all thoughts of Mr Eddington and his underpants forgotten.

‘Nothing at all,’ Dad added, always Mum’s sidekick. ‘It doesn’t make you any different from anybody else.’

Mum mulled something over in the brief silence. I didn’t really know what I was meant to do in this situation, so I took the opportunity to nab the last roast potato from the middle of the table. I was fighting a battle with the ketchup lid (don’t frown – dipping roast potatoes in ketchup is the only way to eat them) when Mum turned to me.

‘Bea, will you give us a minute?’ she asked carefully. I thought that was unfair considering I hadn’t finished my dinner yet, and also because I didn’t want to be left out of the adults’ conversation. Riley wasn’t even technically an adult either!

I grumped and sulked and ended up sitting in the nook under the stairs, listening in to the hushed conversation going on without me. I didn’t really know what any of it meant. All I gathered was that Riley had a crush on a girl at school and Mum said it was a good thing that she felt comfortable enough to get it off her chest and talk to them about it. Mum’s always made it clear that we can talk to her and Dad about anything (although this wasn’t strictly true because when I confessed that it was me who replaced the sugar with the salt, I got grounded for a week).

Once Riley had shaken the secret off, she was a lot more like herself. Nobody really talked about it for a week or so after, and to be honest, I’d forgotten all about it until Mum and Dad called us downstairs for A Talk. Those kinds of talks, where we’d find Mum and Dad at the kitchen table, were never good news. It was usually along the lines of, ‘We’re spring-cleaning the whole house this weekend so don’t make any plans,’ or something just as terrible. But this time it was different. They were sitting in the kitchen, a laptop between them, and that’s when they told us about London Pride.

‘We’ve been thinking about what you told us the other night and if there’s anything we can do to make you feel comfortable,’ Mum said to Riley. ‘I can’t believe we didn’t think of it straight away – Rue talks non-stop about it every summer, and it just hit me that it’s right on our doorstep. In fact, the next one is in two weeks’ time!’

She picked up the laptop and spun it round so we could see what she was talking about. At the top of the screen were the words ‘LONDON LGBTQ+ PRIDE’ in colourful bubble writing, and below were a ton of pictures bordered with rainbows and explosions of confetti. It was London as I’d never seen it before, brimming with colour like one of Mum’s paintings.

‘What is it?’ I asked, my eyes feasting on the pictures.

‘It’s a sort of parade, I suppose, with marching and floats and music,’ Dad said, his own dark eyes lighting up. I just knew he was thinking about embarrassing us with his dance moves. Even though he was somewhat unco-ordinated, Dad loved to dance. It made Mum laugh. It made me and Riley groan.

Mum nodded. ‘Rue and Travis go every year. They love it.’ Rue was Mum’s best friend from university, Travis was his husband, and I’d basically known them both for my entire life. The three of them were ‘thick as thieves’ according to Dad. They shared an art studio where they painted and gossiped, but Travis always said Mum and Rue did more of one than the other.

‘What’s LGBTQ?’ I thought out loud, reading the bubble writing on the laptop screen and eyeing a picture of a woman who had decorated her wheelchair with rainbow-coloured streamers. She was waving a flag above her head and laughing.

‘Lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender and queer,’ Mum reeled off without hesitation. ‘Rue and Travis, for example – they’re gay and so they’re a part of that community. And now your sister is too.’ Mum gave Riley a squeeze and a smile. ‘So, that’s why I thought we could go.’

Riley’s mouth dropped open slightly. ‘We’re going to Pride?’ she half-whispered.

Dad grinned. ‘Yep. We figured it’d be good for you to be around other people who are a part of this community too. It looks like it’ll be a great day out for us all.’ He paused as he caught the expression on Riley’s face, which was frozen between more than one emotion. ‘That’s if you want to go…’

Without another word, Riley shot up and wrapped her arms around Mum and Dad with a squeal. ‘Of course I want to go!’

And so it was settled. On a sunny weekend in July, we woke up early, put on something bright – I wore a T-shirt that said ‘My sister’s gay, get over it’ (a gift from Rue) – and jumped on the tube into central London. It was a day I’ll never forget, mostly because Riley insisted on snapping pictures of literally everything. From the moment we arrived, there were crowds of people everywhere, dressed in every colour of the rainbow and wearing enough glitter and sparkle to cover all the pavements in the city. There were stalls selling rainbow flags and obviously there was lots of music too, with dancers and singers celebrating around every street corner. And, of course, there was the parade itself.

We managed to squeeze ourselves up against the barrier, penned in on all sides by people with smiles plastered on their faces as they craned their necks to catch glimpses of the floats and trucks sliding slowly past, with music blasting out and dancers twirling on board. On one float, a bunch of people wearing elaborate feathers that reached high above their heads blew whistles and danced in perfect unison. For a brief second, I thought I saw a kid, no older than me, in the middle of it all, his glasses perched on the end of his nose and a look of bewilderment etched on his face as he tried to keep up with the dance moves. But the feathers soon hid him from sight and I started to think it must’ve just been my imagination.

Each float was somehow more majestic than the last. Mum couldn’t stop oohing and aahing at every wonder that passed by, and I knew she was taking mental notes for a new painting when we got home. Dad, meanwhile, was particularly interested in a group of people wearing wigs which towered above their heads like a tiered cake. Their faces looked like Mum had painted them with one of her brushes, colour sweeping across cheekbones and eyelids in a flourish. Of course, as soon as Dad saw them dancing together, he decided this was his calling and hopped over the fence to join in with an array of moves I could only assume he was doing to purposefully embarrass me and Riley.

But it was my sister who was happiest of all. As we stood for hour after hour watching everything unfold in an eruption of cheers and celebration, Riley might’ve just been the happiest person in the world.

‘Isn’t it great!’ she exclaimed later as we sat on the corner of a quiet street waiting for Mum and Dad to get us some water from the shop. It was that lull in a summer’s day, where the sun has started to fall in the sky, bathing everything it touches in a golden light. The air was a little cooler, entwined with a lingering thrill of excitement, the possibility that another adventure was just around the corner, that the day wasn’t over just yet.

‘I don’t want it to end,’ Riley added dreamily, a vague smile warming her face.

‘I already want to do it all over again,’ I agreed. Like I said, it was even better than the thrill of Thorpe Park.

‘All these people here, they’re like me in a way. This whole place feels like… like home,’ Riley breathed in wonder. I looked up at my sister, my heart fluttering as I’m sure hers was too. That’s what London Pride was for my sister. It was home.

‘Colour?’ I asked, nudging her with my elbow.

You know those times when you can’t find the right words to describe a feeling? It can be right there, sitting in the pit of your stomach or pumping through your body so you feel light and dizzy, but you just can’t find the words in order to explain it to someone else? Well, Mum was always adamant that we should be able to talk about our feelings out loud.

‘Keeping them locked up inside is good for nobody,’ she’d say. So she would encourage us to think of a colour instead. It seemed a little silly at first, but then Mum showed us the swirls of paints on her palette and it actually made sense. Some colours are happier than others, or more vibrant and excited. Yellow, for example, or a light blue like the colour of a clear summer sky. Then there are the moody ones, like a dark purple that’s almost black. If you ask me, that has to be the grumpiest colour of all.

Riley pondered the question, an even bigger smile stretching from ear to ear as she slung an arm around my shoulders. ‘All of them,’ she said. ‘I feel every single colour of the rainbow.’

That was last summer, before everything else happened and when Dad was still with us. He was ill for a little while. I knew it was serious because Mum and Dad sat us down to tell us about it together. There were a lot of tears and promises that Dad was a fighter, and if anybody could get better again it was him. And then one day, he was just gone. I didn’t understand how someone could be here one moment and then gone the next. In fact, I still don’t. I guess we just always had hope that everything would be okay in the end, a little fire burning in each of us that warmed our coldest thoughts and gave us light in the dark.

Everything since then has been sort of grey, colourless in a way. I suppose that’s why Pride is so special to me now – to all of us. It was our last day out together as a family, and the memory sits in my head, brimming with every colour of the rainbow. Colours we haven’t been able to capture since.

And I guess that’s where our story starts. There were a lot of things that changed after Dad passed away, but one of the biggest changes of all was hiding just around the corner.
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CHAPTER 2 THE LEGENDARY FOOD FIGHT


ONE YEAR LATER

‘DUCK!!!!!’

Lucas’s warning leaped out of the din of King’s Garden School canteen. I didn’t know what I was ducking for, or from, but if your best friend yells ‘DUCK’, you don’t sit there and wait to get hit in the face by a football or whatever’s flying in your direction. My knees slammed into the floor as I disappeared under the table we’d been sitting at, just as a perfect square of Victoria sponge cake collided against the windowpane with a dull thud, exactly where my head had been. A roar of appreciation erupted from the other side of the hall.

‘Food fight? Was that the big secret?’ Lucas peeked out from behind the table leg, his eyes, a dark brown like mine, darting around the canteen as a wicked smile lit up his face. We’d been best friends since the first day of Year Four, and I knew that smile meant trouble, something Lucas was only ever too happy to get into. ‘Can you get detention on the last day of school?’

‘Why do we have to waste a good dessert?’ I sighed, reaching a hand out from under the table to find my own plate of Victoria sponge that I’d left behind. ‘Couldn’t they have served that other cake with the raisins in instead?’ I took a quick bite, sighed once more, and grabbed the rest in my fist, grimacing slightly as it squelched into my palm. ‘Dear God, please watch over this cake as it starts its journey towards Quentin’s face.’

‘Amen!’ Lucas chorused.

Usually, I wouldn’t recommend a Year Seven to start a fight with anybody in Year Eleven, but the rules were clearly out of the window today. And besides, Quentin had started it by throwing his Victoria sponge at us in the first place. Grinning, I jumped up and launched my cake in our attacker’s direction, screaming a war cry that quickly turned into jubilation when it found its target. Unfortunately, my celebration didn’t last long.

‘Mum’s going to kill me,’ I gasped, ducking back under the table with a splodge of tomato ketchup dripping from my shirt collar. ‘Is it in my hair? Please GOD tell me it isn’t in my hair. I only washed it last night!’

A group of Year Elevens high-fived their success but hadn’t noticed the creeping posse of Year Nines slinking round the corner with bowls of ketchup-drenched fries and mashed-up strawberries. The attack was quick, and mere seconds later, those who’d been celebrating looked as if they’d lost a fight against clowns. Poor Robbie Bratley, the Year Eleven prefect who’d been trying to calm the chaos down, now looked like a face-painting experiment that had been done in the dark.

And so the pandemonium began in earnest. There were shrieks from every direction as people realized what was happening. It was a tradition that even some of the teachers were in on – the Year Elevens, with freedom in sight as they prepared to move up into Sixth Form, were in charge of starting a prank that King’s Garden wouldn’t forget. It was like leaving their mark on the school, and everybody wanted to get involved.

‘FIRE AWAY!!!!’ Lucas yelled, rolling out from under the table with a fistful of chips, his curly hair bouncing as he went. He launched them hard and without direction. They splattered against the wall, five feet from the closest person.

‘Nice shot,’ I smirked, pinging leftover peas in the direction of a Year Eight who’d jumped the queue ahead of me to get into the canteen.

Food was flying everywhere, the day’s menu sailing through the air and hitting anybody without cover. The lunch teachers tried to stop it, flailing their arms around in the air like that might stop an all-out war. Miss Anderson, who’d always been on the quieter side, had given up altogether and dived behind the kitchen counter for cover. I couldn’t be certain, but when she peeped out from around the corner, I could’ve sworn I saw her mouthing ‘good shot’ as Polly Draper hit Big Bad Bob in the chest with a glob of jelly.

Lucas sprinted off to help ambush the football team, a seemingly personal vendetta considering he hadn’t passed try-outs last year. I, on the other hand, was looking for a very specific target, but my sister was nowhere to be seen. Until…

‘Looking for someone?’ I felt a warm sensation trickle down my back. I yelped but it was too late – Riley was standing with a now-empty bowl in her hand, her best friend Elmina giggling beside her. The custard was already soaking through my shirt.

‘I told you not to wear something you might want to wear again,’ Riley said, grinning. As a Year Eleven, she’d known what the prank was and had spent weeks refusing to tell me, something I took great offence to.

But Riley’s jubilation was short-lived after she saw the bowl of jelly in my hand. ‘You wouldn’t dare,’ she said, raising a forgotten plate of fries from a nearby table.

‘Wouldn’t I?’ We raised our weapons at the same time, daring the other to fire first, but I didn’t need any more encouragement. I drew the jelly back, took aim and…

‘STOP WHAT YOU’RE DOING. RIGHT. NOW!’ a stern voice bellowed, echoing around the canteen and stopping everybody in their tracks.

‘What on EARTH is going on here?!’ Mr Hudson was usually bright and chipper, but right at that very second, he was red with rage. I was trying my absolute hardest not to laugh, but I could feel it bubbling in my cheeks. Lucas was practically vibrating with barely contained giggles next to me which was making it ten times harder to control.

I think Mr Hudson must have been waiting for an explanation or apology. Or maybe he was waiting for an army of mops to come twirling out of the cupboard and into our hands so the clean-up mission could begin. But what he actually got… well, I don’t think it was what he was after.

It almost seemed to happen in slow motion. Mr Hudson didn’t even see it coming. But the rest of us saw the jelly flying through the air as if it had wings. There was a united gasp as we realized it was going to make it. And then… SPLAT! It hit Mr Hudson square in the face, droplets of jelly exploding in every direction. I couldn’t help but think that at least it was strawberry-flavoured.

Mr Hudson didn’t even blink. He stood still as a statue, his face now pink from its jelly mask. An eerie silence fell over the canteen. For a moment, I thought time must’ve stopped still.

‘Who…?’ Mr Hudson managed. His eyes roamed over us all, zeroing in on the most likely culprits.

‘Ten pounds says it was Big Bad Bob,’ Lucas whispered. I mulled this over. Bob was the best bet. He didn’t have that name for no reason – he once threw Mr Waters’s pencil case out of the window because Mr Waters said his drawing of a farm animal looked like a self-portrait.

But before I could offer my own bet, our deputy head teacher, Miss Moody, stepped forward. ‘It was me,’ she said steadily. My gasp was swallowed up by the collective hush that descended upon the canteen.

Mr Hudson blinked several times in shock, his lips parted before mashing together into a grim line. I’m sure I wasn’t the only one holding my breath. It felt like the whole room was wide-eyed and watching. Mr Hudson nodded once to himself and I waited for the hammer to fall. Surely Miss Moody was about to get fired on the spot?

But instead, something quite different happened, something none of us saw coming. Our head teacher sighed, reached for a bowl of dessert, and threw its contents at Miss Moody. It landed with a splat right on her flowery blouse.

‘I think that makes us even, Miss Moody,’ Mr Hudson said.

And with that, the canteen descended into chaos once more.



The food fight would surely go down in history as the best King’s Garden prank of all time. When the bell to signal the end of lunch had sounded, the whole room looked like it had been invaded by food-slinging aliens. Mr Hudson’s declaration of war had really opened the floodgates.

Once everything had calmed down and the last ketchup-drenched fry had been thrown, our only punishment was cleaning up our mess while the teachers stood on the sidelines and barked orders. It wasn’t exactly fair, considering they’d made a share of the mess themselves, but I think we could all agree it had been worth it.

Unfortunately, the rest of the school day stood between us and a summer of freedom. My final History lesson of the year was made even more miserable by the fact that I couldn’t sit back in my chair now the custard puddle had dried into my shirt, making it all gross and sticky. But gossip about the summer ahead managed to keep my mind off things.

Rumours were already darting around about what we could expect at Tamera’s birthday party at the end of July. Lucas and I kept mostly to ourselves, but Tamera was my desk buddy in English, which secured us both an invite. She’d be the last of us to turn twelve but would almost certainly do it more lavishly than anybody else. Early bets were on a bucking bronco or bouncy castle, but I personally thought my suggestion of a skydiving entrance should’ve been taken more seriously. All everybody knew for certain was that it was definitely something that couldn’t be missed.

‘I heard that Tamera’s dad bought her an inflatable pool for the summer,’ Lucas whispered dreamily from behind his rucksack, which he’d positioned so he wouldn’t get caught napping while a documentary about the Tudors played in the background. ‘We can have pool parties every weekend from now until September.’

‘I heard she’s also going to host a midsummer night’s camping trip in her garden,’ I whispered back, recalling the conversation in the girls’ changing rooms before PE last week.

Whether all Tamera’s claims were true was another matter, but her stories were much more fun to think about than a man with six wives. I could’ve sworn that the clock was ticking slower than usual towards 3.30 p.m. It wasn’t just Lucas who was fighting the urge to nap – as the documentary droned on, half the class seemed to be using their desk as a pillow.

‘We can go to a theme park,’ I said, fighting a yawn and urging the clock to hurry up as the final minutes trickled by.

‘And the park next to the zoo!’ Lucas was halfway out of his seat along with the rest of the class.

Three…

‘Picnics!’ I almost shouted with glee.

Two…

‘Sleepovers!’ Lucas added.

One…

‘A whole summer of freedom!’ I said, breathless with excitement.

There was a brief pause, a bloated silence filled with anticipation.

And then finally…

RING!!!!!

It felt as if everybody let out a breath at the same moment, jumping out of their seats, some even standing on top of them to celebrate. A tidal wave of noise started from somewhere on the other side of school, hurtling towards us. There were cheers and I felt them building up inside me until I could barely stop myself from bouncing up and down. Even the teachers looked relieved.

‘Our summer awaits!’ Lucas cheered. ‘Six weeks of no school, no teachers, no homework. Just us and the sun and more fun than we can imagine.’

A goofy grin spread over my face. I could hardly believe the school year was over. When we came back in September, we wouldn’t be the new kids any more. But until then, we had a whole summer to look forward to, and not even a custard-stained shirt could dampen my excitement. Nothing was going to stand in our way.
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CHAPTER 3 THIS IS NOT OUR HOME NOW


Like I said before, it’s never usually good news when you walk through the front door to find your mum waiting at the kitchen table, so I stopped in my tracks when I saw her sitting there. All thoughts of which snack I was going to hustle up to my bedroom without her seeing trickled out of my mind, replaced by every terrible thing that could’ve possibly happened and now required a Kitchen Table Chat.

Mum’s best friend, Rue, was also sat at the table: an old creaking thing that had been stuffed into the corner of our tiny kitchen so you couldn’t fully open the back door. He was cradling a cup of coffee that I’d bet was his fourth of the day. You never saw Rue without a coffee in his hand. And you also never saw him without his husband, Travis, who I suddenly realized was leaning against the kitchen counter with a rather grave look on his face.

Riley, face buried in her phone and not looking where she was going as usual, crashed into my back. ‘What’re you doing?’ she huffed. Then she saw Mum, Rue and Travis and quit her moaning. ‘Are you getting a divorce?’ Riley blurted accusingly in Travis and Rue’s direction, panic stretching its mask across her face.

Rue, always the more dramatic of the two, spat out his coffee. He was tall and slim, with gleaming brown skin that seemed to reflect the sun itself. Whenever he spoke, it was like he’d swallowed a microphone. Travis folded his lips together, trying to keep the laugh in his cheeks. He was shorter and wider and spoke in a slow, deep voice. Quiet and calm, he was the perfect counterbalance to Rue.

Mum laughed too, but it was stiff and without real humour. I stayed rooted to the spot, suspicious and afraid that if I stepped one foot into the kitchen, the whole floor might give way and we’d all go crashing through it. Maybe the bad news wouldn’t be able to reach us if we stayed out in the hallway.

‘You mean get rid of this big oaf? Let me know if you’ve come up with a plan for that one – all of mine have failed so far.’ Rue winked in Travis’s direction.

‘No divorce,’ Travis confirmed. The ghost of a laugh was already gone from his face as he glanced over at Mum. She bowed her head and cleared her throat.

‘Can you come and sit down for a second? I need to talk to you both,’ she said quietly.

Another thing that’s never good news… If someone says, ‘Can we talk?’ you have to immediately start thinking the worst has happened and work backwards from there. Don’t blame me – I don’t make the rules. It’s just how it is.

It had to be something serious if Mum had brought Rue and Travis over for backup. It wasn’t unusual to see them here, especially after the year we’d had. They kept Mum company and brought a bubble of happiness to the house, the kind we’d been missing. But this clearly wasn’t good news, so I started running through a list of potential disasters in my head, still not moving from my spot in the doorway. Riley wasn’t even trying to push past me, so I was sure she was doing the same.

‘Did someone die?’ I asked cautiously, not sure if I wanted to know the answer. Mum flinched and I felt Riley tense up behind me. I probably could’ve worded that a bit better, but I wanted to be prepared this time.

‘Can you both just come in here and sit down?’ Mum sighed. ‘I’ll explain everything then.’

‘So someone is dead,’ I murmured to myself. I was trying to breathe normally but it was as if I’d forgotten how. My heart felt like it was beating in the back of my throat.

‘Bea.’ Mum didn’t use her stern voice very often, so I shrugged and tentatively stepped into the kitchen, still half-expecting to fall through the floor. Thoughts of impending doom pecked at the inside of my head. I tried to ignore them as I picked my usual seat and slung my bag over the back of the chair, waiting for the bad news to come. And oh boy, did it.

‘We’re moving to Gran’s for the summer,’ Mum said simply, ripping the plaster off. I don’t want you to think I was being dramatic or anything, but it felt like the breath in my lungs all escaped at once.

‘WHAT?!’ Riley and I cried in unison.

‘I told you they’d take it badly,’ Rue murmured, raising his eyebrows in Travis’s direction. Mum gave him a pointed glance before taking a deep breath and facing us again. She looked more uncomfortable than I’d ever seen her before.

‘Look, I’m going to be honest with you, and I need you both to be grown-ups, okay?’ I sat up a little straighter, happy to be in on an adult’s conversation for once. Riley didn’t quite feel the same, judging by her reaction – her face had scrunched itself together like she’d just smelled something rotten.

Mum sighed, long and deep. ‘Things are tough right now. Since your dad…’ She faltered, but only briefly, clearing her throat once more. ‘Since your dad died, we’ve been struggling. With money, I mean. I thought I could keep on top of it but… well, the rent’s long overdue and at the rate we’re going, we won’t have any gas or electric next month. I’ve tried picking up extra shifts, but it’d take a whole lot more than that to keep us afloat.’

Mum had always been an artist, but it never paid much. Dad said she should do what she loved and to hell with money so long as we had each other. But when he died, she’d had no choice but to find something else, and she started working shifts at a corner shop down the street. Painting had taken a back seat since then.

Mum was tearing up, great pools forming in her eyes and threatening to burst at any moment. It made me want to reach across the table and throw my arms around her, but I felt trapped in my seat, the weight of my own thoughts pinning me down. This was our home. It had been since before I could even remember. It was the only place we’d known and, with Dad gone, it felt as though a piece of him was still here with us, like he was just around the corner ready to burst through the front door and fall on to the sofa with a newspaper under his arm. I used to tell myself that would happen in the beginning, that he was just at the shop getting milk and bread, or that he was working a really long shift at the hospital. But, of course, he never walked through the door. I toughed it out on the surface, mostly because I didn’t want to give anybody another reason to worry, another reason to be sad. But, between you and me, it felt like a hole had opened up inside me, a void that stretched bigger and bigger, impossible to fill.

‘I’m sorry,’ Mum was saying, dragging me out of my thoughts and into the room once more. ‘I’ve tried everything I can think of but it’s not working. Mr Thorpe has given us two weeks’ notice and there’s nothing I can do about it. We don’t have enough time to find somewhere else, but if he wants us to go then we have no choice. Gran’s is the only option we have left.’

I’d always hated Mr Thorpe. Sure, he technically owned the bricks and concrete and everything else, but I didn’t care about that – this was our house, and I couldn’t believe he could just take it away from us like that. Mum hiccoughed and bowed her head, her shoulders shaking. Rue reached across the table and took her hand in his, muttering something under his breath about landlords.

‘So, that’s it then?’

A cold shiver ran over my body. I could tell by Riley’s voice – the stilted, punchy words – that she wasn’t happy. Far from it. She’d taken the news about Dad worse than anybody. When it happened, it was like a light inside her just suddenly switched off, dragging her deeper into darkness and leaving the rest of us to wonder where she’d gone. Sometimes a glimmer of the old Riley would appear, when she would laugh at old reruns of shows we loved, or when she was singing in the shower. But then she’d catch herself and disappear again.

‘I’ve tried everything, Ry. I really have. We need the chance to reset, to get back on our feet, save some money and start afresh. It’ll only be for a couple of months. We’ll be back in London before the summer’s over. I promise.’

‘Back in London, but not back here, you mean?’ Riley’s face was clouding over with the white-hot rage that’d been constantly simmering just out of sight since Dad had gone.

Mum bit her lip, wiping her eyes with the back of her sleeve. Rue and Travis looked like they wanted the ground to open up and swallow them whole. ‘We’d have you at ours, but we barely have enough room for ourselves,’ Travis said apologetically.

‘We’ll find somewhere else,’ Mum tried.

‘I’m not going,’ Riley said bluntly, folding her arms. ‘I’m not moving to Gran’s. I’m not leaving London, I’m not leaving my friends, and I’m not leaving our home.’

‘We don’t have a choice. Mr Thorpe has a new family ready to move in. It’s already done.’ Riley went to open her mouth to say God knows what, but Mum beat her to the punch. ‘Riley, please. I don’t want to leave our home any more than you do, but when I say we don’t have a choice, I mean it. Don’t take this out on me. I’ve done everything I can to keep this family afloat and I’d appreciate it if you’d sho—’

Riley snorted and I knew all hell was about to break loose. I glanced at Rue for help, but he just grimaced and pretended to take a sip from the coffee cup I knew was empty.

‘Well, I’m staying here. You can’t make me do anything. I’m nearly an adult,’ Riley shot back.

‘You’re sixteen, and for another few months by my calendar. You’re a child and you’ll do as I say.’ Mum’s tears were replaced with a fire that matched Riley’s. ‘This conversation is over. We’re moving to St Regent’s Vale for the summer, and that’s final.’

Riley fixed Mum with a glare that could’ve shattered glass or melted solid concrete, one that made me shrink back into my chair because it reminded me how much of my sister we’d lost. She’d always been the quiet one. Now, she was mad at the world, and we all knew why. Mum met Riley’s glare with one of her own. Riley had inherited it from her in the first place, so she was never going to win that battle. I sank lower in my seat, praying it’d all be over soon.

‘It won’t be so bad,’ Travis tried gently. Rue shot him a panicked look, but Travis just shrugged. ‘A summer out in the country, all that fresh air and space – sounds like a holiday to me!’

‘You go then,’ Riley huffed.

I wanted to say something, to try and make things better, just like I’d been doing for the past year. When everything fell apart, all I’d wanted to do was piece it back together again. But now nothing would come. A thousand thoughts swirled around my head, questions popping out and ducking behind each other before I could grab them and make sense of it all.

Riley sniffed and I felt the fight leave her, like it’d just packed its bags, climbed out of her body and walked straight out of the front door. Her shoulders sagged and she bowed her head. Mum didn’t have any words of comfort that would’ve solved the problem. Neither did Rue or Travis.

Riley suddenly shot out of her chair, her cheeks wet from tears that she wasn’t even trying to hide any more. Without a backward glance, she bolted from the kitchen and up the stairs, slamming her bedroom door for good measure. A shadow of exhaustion passed over Mum’s face as she dropped it into her hands.

‘Bea? Can you do me a favour please?’

I nodded, even if I didn’t know what it was yet. I wasn’t about to rock the boat any further, even if the boat had already sunk. ‘Wait ten minutes and then go and check on your sister.’

‘Sure,’ I mumbled, jumping off the chair and grabbing my bag, my head spinning from everything running around inside it.

‘Well, that’s the tough bit out of the way,’ I heard Rue murmur. I peeked around the banister in time to see Mum fall into his open arms. Travis came up behind them and wrapped himself around them both, giving them a tight squeeze.

‘I miss you both already,’ mumbled Mum.

‘Oh please,’ Rue said with a wave of his hand. ‘Like you’ll get rid of us that easily! We’re coming to visit. You just try and stop us.’

Thoughts of Rue and Travis arriving in St Regent’s Vale and brightening the whole place up made me smile for a second. Then I remembered my sister, how I’d have to break the news to Lucas, how my summer plans had just erupted before I’d even had a chance to enjoy one of them. With a deep sigh, I started the long climb up the stairs and into the dark, knowing that things were probably going to get a whole lot worse from here.
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